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Kendra Mitchel | Submitted photo 


FIRE: Reader Kendra Mitchel sent us this photo of her 7-year-old daughter firing a 
handgun at a shooting range. 


Question Time: Kids with guns? 
Should there be a minimum age for kids to handle guns? 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune night editor 


[Editor’s note: To participate in future queries, keep an eye on our Twitter 


and Facebook accounts. | 


On Aug. 25, retired Army General Charles Vacca, 39, was working as a 
firing range instructor at the Bullets and Burgers gun range in the Arizona 
Last Stop in White Hills, Arizona when he handed a 9-year-old girl an Uzi 


submachine gun. 


“Vacca ... was Standing next to the girl,” reported The Associated Press on 
Friday. “When the girl squeezed the trigger ... the Uzi [set to fully- 


automatic recoiled] upward and [fatally shot] Vacca in the head.” 


This story recalled another unfortunate incident involving Uzis and children 


in Westfield, Massachusetts. 


“An 8-year-old boy died after accidentally shooting himself in the head while 
firing an Uzi submachine gun under adult supervision at a gun fair,” 
reported The Associated Press on Oct. 27, 2008. “The boy lost control of the 
weapon while firing it ... at the Machine Gun Shoot and Firearms Expo at 


the Westfield Sportsman’s Club.” 


According to state law, it is illegal for an adult to “knowingly, intentionally, 
or recklessly [provide] a firearm to a child,” execpt under the following 


circumstances, as outlined in Indiana Code 35-47-2.5-14: 


e A child who is attending a hunter’s safety course or a firearms safety 


course or an adult who is supervising the child during the course. 


e A child engaging in practice in using a firearm for target shooting at an 
established range or in an area where the discharge of a firearm is not 
prohibited or is supervised by: a qualified firearms instructor or an adult 


who is supervising the child while the child is at the range. 


e A child engaging in an organized competition involving the use of a 


firearm or participating in or practicing for a performance by an organized 


group. 


e A child who is hunting or trapping under a valid license. 


e A child who is traveling with an unloaded firearm to or from one of these 


activities. 


e A child who is on real property that is under the control of the child’s 
parent, an adult family member of the child, or the child’s legal guardian; 
and has permission from the child’s parent or legal guardian to possess a 


firearm. 


So, we wanted to know: “If it were up to you, would you institute a 
minimum age for children to be able to handle firearms? Why or why not? If 
yes, what age would it be and why?” It should be noted most of the answers 


we received fell squarely in the “no” column. 


Yes 


“Do we want to let first graders drive cars now? Think about it.” — Ron 


Harper 


“Yes. You should have to be 18 to handle or buy a firearm. Then, you still 
need it under lock and key so that a young child does not get ahold of them 
and shoot someone on accident. Look at the girl that shot her instructor of 
firearms. Just goes to show you anyone can cause a death whether 


intentional not.” — Anita Ulery 


“[I] say 13 would be a good age.” — Missy L. Anderson 


“That man was an idiot, handing such a weapon to a child. Most adults 
would have issues controlling an Uzi: I say give him a Darwin Award and 


get that girl some therapy.” — Adam Snyder 


No 


“T think one thing to put this in perspective regarding the tragedy near Las 
Vegas: Bullets and Burgers is not a training facility, it is a tourist trap. Their 


goal was not to teach safety, it was to give tourists an experience. Watching 


the video, it appears to me the 'instructor' first put the rifle and allowed the 
girl to fire one round. That was smart. Let her get a feel for it. Next, he flips 
the switch to auto with a full magazine. That was the ‘instructor’s’ mistake. 
There should have only been a few rounds in the magazine, at least until the 
girl proved herself. I volunteered as a safety officer last weekend at a 
shooting competition at Atlanta Conservation Club. First shooter up on my 
squad was probably a 7- or 8-year-old girl. Her dad helped her take the AR- 
15 out of the case and load it, and she did a fantastic job. Her safety was 
flawless, finger off the trigger until sights are on target, muzzle always 
downrange, absolutely perfect. After that, Dad shot his handgun while the 
girl and her older sister loaded up the AR-15 magazines, and then when dad 
was done, big sis, who was maybe 10, took over and shot the AR-15 as well. 
Also flawless on safety. I don’t think there is any ago too young, as these 
two girls proved. However, there is no substitute for proper training. As the 
girls at ACC showed, young people can be trained well.” — Larry Pi 


Piekarski 


“We started teaching our kids gun safety and how to shoot when they were 
6 and 7 years old. They know how to handle them safely and only to do so 


under our direct supervision.” — Kendra Mitchel (see photo) 


“If you own firearms every child in your home should know! Let them shoot, 
allow them to feel the power behind it! Teach them when, where and how to 


use them! The ones who hide the fact they own them is when a child gets 


curious and mishandles them! Teach them when they are young let them 
understand and feel what they do! Then, the curiosity isn’t there! No matter 
what when a parent isn’t around a child seeks to find things. (THEY ALL 
DO!) That is when accidents happen! We allowed ours to handle and began 
teaching them the proper use at the age of 6 years old! It’s up to the 
parents to know when is the right time to begin teaching them!” — Alisha 


Glassburn 


“T have two 11-year-old girls who have been shooting for a few years now. 
They have been taught the rules of gun safety and they adhere to the rules. 
I think the people that are crying about stricter laws are the ones who have 


never been around firearms or whose parents were afraid of firearms and 


passed that fear down to their children.” — Michael Caine 
Depends 
“Just depends on how mature the child is.” — Manda Byous 


“Honestly, I don’t know. Each child is different and each family is different. 
We don’t hunt or actually own a gun, but I believe that it is a good idea to 
teach children gun safety and respect for weapons, and part of that is being 
taught how to properly handle one. My ten year old daughter is probably 
mature enough to handle a weapon, under close, close supervision and I 
would not allow her to fire anything with a huge ‘kick’ or an automatic 


weapon due to the increased chance of some type of accident. However, 


there are families that use firearms in their daily lives, for hunting or for 
sport, and children raised with more knowledge, might be ready to learn 


about the weapons at a younger age.” — Dana Whikehart-Glatt 


“T have been using firearms since around the age of 5 and never had any 
issues, however, there are reasons why we have laws protecting children 
and regulations that keep children from operating cars and heavy 
machinery. I understood the responsibility and consequences of firearms at 
a young age but anyone who has been around children knows that at a 
young age in particular they can be unpredictable and not always 
understand the consequences of their actions no matter how much they are 
‘trained.’ Do I know the age when children should have supervised access to 
firearms? No, but I do think as responsible parents and society it wouldn’t 
hurt to think about the possible consequences of what happens when a 
young child harms another without realizing the consequences of their 


actions.” — Augustus Cooley 


“T think every child is different, every child’s mind is different. What may be 


good for one, would not be for another.” — Shannon Kerr Baden 


Our answers 


“Since both cars and guns are deadly weapons, I’m OK with treating it like a 
driver’s license. Perhaps lowering the age limit slightly to 12 or 13 could 


account for firearms’ use in hunting.” — Patrick Caldwell 


“35. Does that work for everybody? Seriously. How many deaths would be 
prevented if we moved the age limit on many firearms (single-shot hunting 
rifles excluded) to an age when most of our impulse urges have lessened to 
a point where we can handle owning a weapon so easily capable of killing 
someone? How often are these heinous acts we read about committed by 
someone under 35? Domestic violence, random mass shootings, crime 
sprees and accidents in the home would all be curbed substantially if we 
kept guns out of the hands of men until they were mature enough to handle 
the responsibility of owning and storing firearms. I know this is an insane 
idea that will likely never happen in the U.S. due to our longstanding 
traditions and laws, but as Obama said, ‘we don’t have a monopoly on crazy 
people,’ yet we still end up with people killing one another in seemingly 
higher numbers all the time. Being young and full of testosterone isn’t an 
excuse to use firearms the wrong way, but it seems like it’s too often one 


part of a recipe for disaster and tragedy.” — Rodney Ogle 


“A gun is a weapon. Its only purpose is destruction. Even in the most 
responsible hands, tragedy is waiting for the slightest mistake. Do your kids 


a favor and get them a book instead.” — Steve Mullen 


“For high-powered fully-automatic weapons like Uzis and the like, there’s 
no question 8- and 9-year-olds, no matter how mature, shouldn’t be 
anywhere near them. They simply don’t have the arm strength or 


coordination. I’m a fully-grown man and I wouldn’t necessarily trust myself 


to operate such a device. However, I do think some training and familiarity 
with guns is healthy for every child. Parents and guardians should be able 
to determine when this takes place based on the kid in question. You can 
teach basic safety and handling with a lower-powered firearm, no need to 
involve submachine guns. It doesn’t really matter if you have guns in your 
home or not. There are 300 million guns in this country. You don’t think 
your kid is going to encounter one at friend’s house at some point? 
Understanding concepts like muzzle awareness can save lives.” — Rob 


Burgess 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454- 
8577, via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 
twitter.com/robaburg. 


